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hanging around railroad yards and begging when they couldn't
steal. And hobos were merely tramps who still made some slight
claim to respectability. They seldom worked and lacked enough
energy to move about, therefore remained more or less stationary
from sheer inertia. They also lived by begging and stealing, often
from friends.
The gradation of caste among itinerants, and a slight insight
into the minds and dispositions of men and mules, which had
several traits in common, was gained while on my first job among
them both. When we finished filling the trestle in October the
camp prepared to move to another job farther up the line. I
had saved about fifty dollars, an amount far above anything I
had ever possessed before; what to do with it was giving me
considerable concern. I could stay with the outfit and earn more
money or go back to Iowa and surprise Grandma with my riches.
But since the first chilly nights and frosty mornings gave notice
of colder days to come, another choice was gaining favour in
my mind. Missouri, an enthusiastic and inveterate hobo, was
heading south to El Paso, thence east or west as prospective jobs,
weather conditions, inclination, and fate ordained. His suggestion
that my education should be extended by a year or so of travel
was in line with my own half-formed resolve.
When he offered me a personally conducted tour throughout
the length and breadth of the land, free of cost, via what amounted
to a private car on a freight train, the die was cast. We started
on a leisurely journey in search of jobs, scenery, climate and
points of mutual interest which carried me several times across
the United States, both laterally and longitudinally, over a period
of three years. We spent our winters in New Orleans and along
the Gulf, moving northward in the spring and either east or west
as chance and impulse dictated. One could always find work on
the river boats, or levee, or railroad, or follow the harvests, or
in logging camps, or in a pinch on a farm. One winter in Mobile
I learned something about house painting, and one summer I
was with Ringling's circus, taking care of some trained dogs. All
in all, it was an interesting school of experience.